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The New Mexican

CHURCH OF SAN JOSE DE GRACIA
LAS TRAMPAS, NEW MEXICO

THE TRAMPAS FILE
Edited and Introduced by Joseph L. Sax*
The drive to Taos on Highway 64 is a very pretty one. But there is
another road. It is longer and much poorer - unpaved, narrow, steep,
winding, and slippery when there is snow - but infinitely more interesting scenically, historically, socially and architecturally. This is the High
Road, heart of the Penitente country, a curious folk-survival in a land
quite foreign to anything like it [where] the cross and the whip are_still
used as instruments of penance. There are no cities [but] in each of the
valleys is a village, with a muddy plaza and an old church facing it, with
horses roaming about at will and clusters of small adobe houses. The
villages have names as musical as the clear, cold streams which rush
down into them: Cordova, Truchas, Trampas . . . . Las Trampas, meaning "the traps," completely hemmed in by high wooded mountains,
seems quite out of this world. Yet there is a Spanish church there almost
two hundred years old .... 1

EDITOR'S INTRODUCTION

In 1967 the National Park Service - which is in the business of
preserving remnants of live nature and dead cultures - received as
extraordinary a proposal as had ever been put before it. The suggestion was that an entire functioning village, people and all, should be
incorporated into the national park system. Nothing like this had
been heard since 1832, when the artist George Catlin urged that a part
of the West be set apart and preserved, with the Indians remaining
there to live exactly as they had before the European conquest. 2
Catlin's proposition is best remembered as a romantic fantasy, but
there was nothing of fantasy in the proposal reprinted in the following
pages. The idea put forward there was that the nation's heritage con-

* Philip A. Hart Distinguished University Professor, University of Michigan School of Law.
A.B. 1957, Harvard University; J.D. 1959, University of Chicago. - Ed.
1. Adapted from T. SANFORD, THE ARCHITECTURE OF THE SOUTHWEST 137-42 (1950).
2. Catlin called for a place where "the world could see for ages to come, the native Indian in
his classic attire, galloping his wild horse, with sinewy bow, and shield and lance, amid the
fleeting herds of elks and buffaloes." Quoted in R. NASH, THE AMERICAN ENVIRONMENT:
READINGS IN THE HISTORY OF CoNSERVATION 9 (1976). There are, of course, people living
within many national parks which have been established for their natural features. For discussion of some of the problems presented by such parks, see Sax, Do Communities Have Rights?
The National Parks as a Laboratory of New Ideas, 45 U. PITT. L. REv. 499 (1984), revised and
updated as The Almost Tragic Tale of Boxley Valley: A Case History in the Management of the
National Parks, U. MICH. L. QUADRANGLE NOTES, Winter 1985, at 30. For a discussion of
human settlements in European nature parks, see Sax, In Search of Past Harmony, NAT. HIST.
MAG., Aug. 1982, at 42.
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sists not only of physical artifacts, but also of its traditional communities, which were fast disappearing. Las Trampas, an Hispanic village
on the high road to Taos in northern New Mexico, was both distinctive and threatened. The immediate threat was physical: a modern
road was to be built through the plaza that was the center of village
life. But the road was only one element of an assault by the dominant
culture that, it appeared, was about to engulf the village.
There is an urgent tone in the report to the Park Service that you
are about to read. It tells us that things (like the road) are about to
happen; that it will soon be too late; and that if we are to save the
village, we must act decisively, and now. The main report was prepared by architects, and it focuses on the physical features of Las
Trampas.
In its original form, the document excerpted below was an advisory recommendation to the Secretary of the Interior. It is in five
parts: (1) A precis and introduction, unsigned but presumably prepared by a National Park Service employee. (2) A proposal made in
the name of the New Mexico Society of Architects, American Institute
of Architects (AIA), and written by Santa Fe architect John P. Conron. (3) An alternative view and recommendation, by William E.
Brown, a National Park Service historian. (4) A third view, prepared
by David J. Jones, a National Park Service planner. (5) Last, a modified recommendation of the AIA. Following the reports is a brief updating I have prepared indicating what has occurred at Las Trampas
in the twenty years since these documents were written.
The comments of William Brown are of particular interest. Indisputably sympathetic to the values of the traditional community,
Brown poses agonizingly hard questions. What does it mean to "save"
a community? Is it to be saved only from outsiders, or from itself as
well? "Is it true," he asks,
that the Spanish-Americans of Las Trampas consider their traditional
way of life ... superior to the dominant Anglo way oflife that surrounds
them? ... If not, and there is good reason, by way of daily observation in
New Mexico, to believe that many of them [do] not, then the proposal is
doomed.

Brown reluctantly concludes that efforts to save the traditional
way of life in Las Trampas are at best dubious. What others see only
as tragic change taking place in the village, Brown characterizes as
necessary and inevitable evolution in the face of a world-wide industrial-urban-secular order. "This is tragic," he observed, "but it is very
functional ... this elasticity that quite ruthlessly throws away, or fundamentally adapts, old ways when new ones are required for survival."
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To those who are determined to "save" Las Trampas, Brown warns
that "this is pretty heady stuff to toy with."
The Las Trampas reports are a refreshing dose of unsentimental
discussion about community, culture, and tradition - subjects that
are all too often submerged in bathetic wishful thinking.

LASTRAMPAS
A SPECIAL REPORT FOR THE ADVISORY BOARD
United States Department of the Interior
National Park Service
Southwest Regional Office
Santa Fe, New Mexico
(March 1967)3
PRECIS

This report comprises several basic documents that debate the
question: Should the Spanish village of Las Trampas, New Mexico, be
considered for inclusion in the National Park System.
Reading of the basic documents reveals that pro and con alike accord Las Trampas significance as an exemplar of Spanish colonial architecture, village form, and culture. Thus, the debate does not
revolve around the matter of significance; nor is there difference as to
the desirability of preserving the village as a continuing exemplar of a
distinct sort of village life. The debate centers upon the means that
should be used to recognize significance and encourage preservation
- whether to include the village in the National Park System as a
National Monument or National Historic Site ....

INTRODUCTION

The mountain road to Taos - through the villages of Chimayo,
Truchas, Las Trampas, Pefiasco, and Talpa - has long been considered one of the most scenic in northern New Mexico. Among these
villages occupying the high valleys on this route, Las Trampas is famous for the beauty of its setting, the unity of its plaza-oriented Span3. Certain portions of the reports, and the appendices, have been omitted.
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ish Colonial architecture, and the impression of changeless cultural
continuity.
As early as 1931 the Society for the Restoration and Preservation
of New Mexico Mission Churches embarked on a cooperative venture
with the people of Las Trampas, aiding them with money and architectural direction in the rehabilitation of San Jose de Gracia Church
- the village's chief architectural monument. In ensuing years interest in the architecture of Las Trampas - and a deeper concern for the
relict colonial culture that survived in isolation there - waxed and
waned, depending on the current degree of threat to the village's architectural and cultural integrity, and the scope of federally sponsored
programs during the 1930's.
Meanwhile the people of Las Trampas tilled their fields, tended
their flocks, and repaired their church and homes in the traditional
ways. After World War II, whose jarring impact reached even this far
mountain valley, there began a slow transformation of the attitudes of
the villagers. In some parts of the world this transformation has been
termed the Revolution of Rising Expectations. Young people, eying
the relatively affiuent life of their lowland neighbors and new cars of
Anglo tourists, began leaving the village. Those people left behind
tightened their belts and tried harder. But their self-sufficiency - already a fiction, because economic viability was largely dependent on
seasonal migration of the laboring population to jobs in Colorado and
elsewhere - was now definitely a thing of the past.
New demands, a changing economy, and the departure of the
young people needed to replenish the village, placed increasing burdens on the traditional way of life of Las Trampas.
Ironically, it was just at this time, when the people of Las Trampas
and its sister mountain villages were under great pressure to abandon
the old order, that the beauty and charm of these communities began
to attract increasing numbers of tourists. These tourists, most of them
citified Anglos, found in these remote villages a complex of values that
meant much to them, values impossible for them to realize in their
hectic, urbanized lives: a slow and civilized pace; an intimate environmental relationship with nature, visibly expressed in geographic setting, agricultural methods, and architecture; and a pervading, unifying
religious tone, symbolized at Las Trampas by the lovely San Jose
Church.
Most of the tourists could not systematically spell out these values.
And the words they used to describe the village - though sincere
expressions of their nostalgic yearning for a simpler past - were na-
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ive. Las Trampas was quaint, it was pretty, it was picturesque. Las
Trampas was a place where one could get away from it all.
Another group of visitors was not so naive. They knew that beneath appearances, Las Trampas was in trouble. These people whether sociologists, cultural anthropologists, ethnologists, or architectural historians - saw a mode of life, both substance and form, on
the brink of disappearance. And like Catlin, who wanted the Great
Plains reserved for the Indians so their way of life would not disappear, these sophisticated observers of Las Trampas wanted somehow
to save its relict colonial culture from oblivion.
So the stage was set for conflict. On the one hand the people of
Las Trampas - torn between tradition and present need - tired of
being quaint and archaic. On the other, the well-meaning but, from
the Las Trampas viewpoint, intruding Anglos who want to save the
old way of life (at the very least its visible forms), either because it is
charming and lovely, or because it is a cultural species of great
strength and longevity that should not become extinct.
It is the resolution of this conflict that is immediately at issue, and
that will largely determine the fate of Las Trampas.

*****
The later history of events relating to Las Trampas began with the
Embudo Watershed Report prepared by the Interagency Council for
Area Development Planning and the New Mexico State Planning Office in 1960-61. The interdisciplinary team that studied the villages in
the watershed wrote a moving account of their troubles, including a
detailed account of Las Trampas. The essence of their recommendations was that there must be concentrated assistance to the high-valley
villagers that would: (1) help them to revive their agricultural base,
(2) allow them to tap the scenic and recreational resources of their
lands and hinterlands, and (3) by way of this planned and rational
economic rejuvenation, encourage them to preserve the cultural and
architectural heritage of their villages from deterioration.
After the Embudo report was completed, some of its contributors
continued to mull over the problem of saving the high-valley villages.
From these deliberations emerged the Proposal by the New Mexico
Society of Architects, AIA, to make Las Trampas a National Monument - and, more important, the example that other villages could
follow to achieve a mainstream-America economic viability that yet
would not homogenize them and destroy those still vital elements of
cultural substance and form that give them character and distinction.
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Also subsequent to the Embudo report, the distinguished architectural historians Bainbridge Bunting and John P. Conron began featuring Las Trampas in New Mexico Architecture, journal of the New
Mexico Society of Architects. Mr. Bunting also described two Las
Trampas houses in his book Taos Adobes. The published descriptions
focus on San Jose Church as a "textbook example of mission church
architecture," and upon the surrounding village as one of the best preserved of New Mexico's 18th-century defensively clustered mountain
villages. Implicit in these writings is a lurking dread that the depopulation of Las Trampas, and the resultant deterioration of its buildings,
will one day destroy the setting of the central architectural feature,
San Jose Church - itself increasingly the victim of too few people to
properly maintain it.
On January 17, 1966, Mr. Nathaniel A. Owings, architect and resident of New Mexico, wrote to [National Park Service] Director
[George] Hartzog urging that Las Trampas be considered for National
Historic Site or National Monument status at an early date so that
some basis could be found to "work out citizen participation with Federal support, to preserve the area."
In the summer of 1966 the State Highway Department proposed to
realign and pave State Route 76 through Las Trampas. Preservationists viewed this highway proposal as a direct threat to the architectural
integrity of the village, particularly the church and the plaza. Architectural historians and preservationists informed New Mexico's Governor Jack Campbell of the danger and requested that the highway
project be postponed until the Advisory Board on National Parks,
Historic Sites, Buildings, and Monuments could consider the matter.
On October 6, 1966, the Advisory Board recommended to the Secretary of the Interior that he request Governor Campbell to defer decision on the proposed highway pending studies by the National Park
Service to determine the significance and preservation potentials of
Las Trampas. On November 1, 1966, following the Secretary's request, Governor Campbell replied that the highway project would be
held in abeyance to allow time for the studies.
Meanwhile, articles both pro and con the proposed highway began
appearing in New Mexico newspapers: Preservationists and architectural historians pressing for a by-pass road; the vocal element of Las
Trampas urging that the highway be completed without delay for
school access and economic reasons. . . .
This ... narrative is the background for the evaluations and recommendations that make up the body of this study. Because time is of
the essence, particularly for the people of Las Trampas, this study is a
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composite, designed to give the Advisory Board a full range offact and
opinion upon which to base its recommendations to the Secretary. Eval-

uations of significance and suitability-feasibility, alternate plans for
preservation, and recommendations reflecting many viewpoints are to
be found in the [pages] ... that follow.

LAS TRAMPAS: A PROPOSAL FOR A NATIONAL
MONUMENT IN NEW MEXICO

By John P. Conron 4
THE GENERAL PROPOSAL

Historic structures and landmarks relating to Spain-in-America
have been set aside by federal, state, and private organizations
throughout the nation. But they concentrate upon memorializing
such aspects as the routes of the famous explorer-conquerors, the
Catholic Mission churches, or the military fortifications in Florida and
Puerto Rico. Village architecture - the settlement pattern - has
been entirely neglected.
It is important that an effort be made now to preserve a village in
its entirety - church, plaza, houses, farmlands, and rural setting. Authentic examples of this indigenous and distinctive aspect of the cultural expression in northern New Mexico are rapidly disappearing.
Las Trampas not only contains unusually fine examples of architecture, in addition it provides a perfect cultural-geographic setting in
which to preserve and display Spanish Colonial traditions, arts and
crafts.
It is in the national interest that such a community be preserved,
and every effort should be made to have it designated as a national
monument administered by the National Park Service. While the National Park Service has never so designated an entire, still inhabited
village, a precedent of sorts has been set by demonstrations such as
Cades Cove in the Great Smokies.
4. Chairman, Las Trampas Committee, New Mexico Society of Architects, American Institute of Architects.
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Private funds, for example, have been used to purchase land for
proposed areas of the National Park System. Lease-back of agricultural lands to maintain the historic scene is practiced along scenic
parkways. Cooperative agreements with other agencies and institutions authorize activities comparable to agricultural research stations
in areas under the jurisdiction of the National Park Service. People do
live in communities where the exterior of houses and developments
within the community are restricted by zoning to retain historic character. Is it not possible to apply all these established practices to one
area proposed for the System?
In spite of obvious difficulties, a means should be found to preserve
an entire community and have it occupied by Spanish Americans,
some of whom (at least) are engaged in activities which are not tourist
oriented. The balance of this study is devoted to outlining a method of
accomplishing this objective in the village of Las Trampas and to identifying the values to be derived from such a project.
APPLICATION OF THE PROPOSAL

The village selected is Las Trampas (The Traps, in English), one of
the oldest, least spoiled, and most interesting of the early Spanish settlements. It nestles in the center of a small, irrigated, enclosing valley
on the western slope of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, almost 7500
feet above sea level. First settled in 1751 by twelve families from Santa
Fe, it maintains a way of life which appears to be no longer possible in
twentieth century America.
The church of San Jose de Gracia de Las Trampas, completed
about 1780, fronts the small village plaza. It is the most important
and best preserved example of mission architecture in New
Mexico....
Around the plaza and along the edges of the valley floor are fine
examples of Spanish Colonial adobe houses. . . . The architectural
character of this community has remained relatively undisturbed during the last 50 years. It has none of the usual adjuncts of twentieth
century tourism: roadside bars, cafes, gas stations.
Las Trampas is so situated that it is geographically and visually
isolated from the other settlements of this upland region. It lies in the
center of a small cleared valley completely surrounded by pinon and
juniper covered ridges. This valley contains some 210 acres of irrigated cropland; the lands surrounding it are under the jurisdiction of
the United States Forest Service. Thus, if a program of preservation
were to be undertaken, little or no destruction would be required and
very little restoration. Las Trampas represents an unusual opportu-
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nity to preserve and protect for the enjoyment and education of future
generations an entire community with an undeniable Spanish Colonial
stamp.
The methods proposed to accomplish this project include the
following:
1) Purchase the entire valley so that the visual and realistic impact
of the whole setting will be retained. As the viewer approaches from
the enclosing ridges, the tight little valley with its farms and winding
stream, its church, plaza, and surrounding clusters of homes will thus
be seen as a coherent unit.
2) Control the use of the farmland which forms such an integral
part of the community whole. This should be done not only to safeguard the community setting but because of the vitalizing contribution
this agricultural land can make to the continuing life of the village.
This cropland should be used to demonstrate the unexplored agricultural potentials that lie within the entire upland New Mexico farm
region. The region has been declared a "depressed area" by the federal government. New farming methods and sound marketing practices that would stimulate the raising of different higher income crops
for specific markets could do much to alleviate the present economic
depression. Some experimental crop planting was doz;ie at Las
Trampas and El Valle in 1961. Although the efforts were discontinued, some success was recorded - enough to prove the need for such
a demonstration farm program.
3) Give life tenancy to the present Spanish American land owners
and offer them the opportunity to participate in the raising and marketing of demonstration or experimental crops. Upon the death of the
present residents, seek new Spanish American residents, concentrating
upon young people who would be interested in carrying out agricultural experiments in the valley. Temporary residents might include
young Peace Corps trainees who are to be assigned to countries with
similar geographic conditions and agricultural problems. Or they
might include foreign agricultural specialists from countries with similar agricultural problems.
4) Locate the headquarters for the national monument and house
its employees within the village. A void duplicating interpretive programs of the Spanish Colonial section of the Museum of New Mexico
in Santa Fe. Focus attention on the weaving that survives at Chimayo
and the traditional wood carving industry at Cordova and cooperate in
the development of crafts. With the assistance of the New Mexico
Commission on the Arts, develop programs on the significant aspects
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of arts and crafts. Undertake an active research program to record
historical information that is disappearing rapidly.
5) To the degree feasible, staff the national monument with Spanish Americans who are career employees of the National Park Service,
and use a system of transfer to other units within the System to
broaden them.
SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC BENEFITS

The valley of the Trampas River lies adjacent to the increasingly
important recreational area surrounding and including the Pecos Wilderness Area. Continued improvement of the tourist facilities
throughout the area will result in greatly increased use of the mountain country for recreational purposes. A national monument encompassing Las Trampas would add immeasurably to the educational as
well as the recreational facilities of northern New Mexico.
The State of New Mexico, in cooperation with federal agencies and
private groups, could make a meaningful contribution to this Las
Trampas proposal and to the cultural and economic well being of this
portion of the state. Las Trampas lies on the historic "high road to
Taos," which today, as State Highway 76, is one of the most interesting and educational drives in the region. The state could develop it as
a "scenic route" abounding in scenic splendor and historic lore. This
road now connects several important Spanish American villages and
the Indian Pueblo of Picuris, as it winds from the Rio Grande valley
up into the Sangre de Cristos on its way to Taos. It passes through the
historic country of the Penitente Brotherhood, (Los Hermanos de la
Luz, or the Brothers of the Light). It passes through Chimayo where
the weaving of the Colonial period is still practiced and where the old
by-passed plaza is one of the few remaining in New Mexico that conforms to the traditional defensive layout advocated by the Spanish
kings. It skirts the village of Cordova, an attractive place where several woodcarvers carry on the traditional craft of the famous santeros.
Just off the road lies the village of Cundiyo, a village in which the
inhabitants have worked out their economic problems themselves during the past two decades. Near Pefiasco is Picuris Pueblo, noted today
for its distinctive pottery and for the enthusiasm the Picuris have
shown in cooperating with archeologists to reconstruct the history of
their pueblo. Historically the pueblo was noted for the role its leaders
played in the organization and execution of the Pueblo Rebellion in
1680, a political feat that has been compared to that of the organization and establishment of the United Nations. In the early days of the
Spanish settlement, Picuris was known as the "Place of the Enemy."

June 1986]

The Trampas File

1399

A scenic route through this upland country would expand and enhance the recreational and educational values, and the benefits from it
would accrue to the present and future generations of this vicinity and
the United States in general.
It is felt that action must be taken now or the on-rushing twentieth
century will absorb, and thus destroy, this fine example of the Spanish
heritage which has made such a distinctive place of northern New
Mexico. What remains of this way of life is rapidly being suppressed
under the pressure of new economic needs and desires, as well as by
the advent of tourism. While agriculture was once the strength of the
community, it now provides only a small fraction of the needs of the
citizens of these isolated villages. The father of the family must find
work away from the village, sometimes in Los Alamos, sometimes in
Wyoming. Welfare checks are one of the principal sources of income
for these village people.
Many of the Spanish Americans of this region do not want to become middle class citizens of industrialized America. They have had
the opportunity to become so and have rejected it. Instead they believe in the desirability of their traditional way of life and have faith
that with the right kind of assistance and encouragement they could
work out their own salvation - in dignity and in keeping with the
proud traditions of their past. The value of Las Trampas as a national
monument, from many points of view, is undeniable.

SIGNIFICANCE OF LAS TRAMPAS, SUITABILITYFEASIBILITY CRITIQUE, ALTERNATE PROPOSAL
By William E. Brown 5
On the western slopes of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, in high
valleys carved by snow-fed streams, are found this country's finest examples of Spanish-American agricultural communities. A number of
these villages, dating from grants issued by Spanish authorities in the
mid-18th and early 19th centuries, dot the area colloquially known as
the Rio Arriba. Until recently they were isolated, and tradition
guided their way of life. Their agricultural techniques were (and in
some places still are) free from mechanization - crops being har5. Regional Historian, National Park Service.
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vested by hand, goats and horses stamping out grain in the primitive
manner. As in the past, the church remains the center of communal
life. Religious ceremony and ritual sanctify the sowing and the harvest. Irrigation of croplands in these villages is a cooperative affair and the rules governing these cooperative efforts, rules established in
the 18th century, are still in force. The sense of community and belonging remains strong. Because of isolation and strong community
ties, cultural institutions and manifestations - particularly religion,
agriculture, and architecture - took deep root, and to this day have
great staying power.
But inexorably the 20th century is marching into these remote
highlands. Economic self-sufficiency has declined. Young people increasingly break the village ties. Both the tangibles and intangibles of
village life are being altered. Only a few villages have retained their
early character. Of these, Las Trampas is one of the oldest, least
spoiled, and most interesting.
It is obvious that the values exemplified at Las Trampas are of an
order different from those associated with the "normal" historic site.
We are dealing with a rapidly dying species of culture- one about to
be overwhelmed by values derived from a dominant industrial-urbansecular culture. It is true that many of the Nation's prime historic
sites are important because they illustrate past ways of life. But the
parallel between them and Las Trampas ends at this critical point: At
Las Trampas more than the physical evidences survive; here the way
of life itself, embodied in living persons, survives - though in increasingly diluted form.
A way of life has many manifestations - some tangible, some intangible. Generally speaking, historic preservation in this country has
been content to save the tangible things, a building or the site of some
great event. This is possible when the actors in the event or the occupants of the building are no longer around to interfere and to assert
their evolving needs. At Las Trampas the people are there, and not
strangely, as the intangible aspects of their culture change, so, too, do
the tangible ones. The shift from spiritual and material parochialism
to dependence on the outside world shows itself in the shift from horse
to tractor, from candle to electric light, from village gossip to Johnny
Carson, from religious values to secular ones. So the gas station, the
power pole, the TV antenna, and the modes of Madison Avenue make
their appearance. The pitched tin roof replaces the flat earthen one.
The people who made a ritual of replastering the church have other
things to do. The muddy or dusty roads cease to be an accepted condition of life.
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The significance of Las Trampas lies in the fact that its remoteness
- its Shangri-La isolation - sufficiently delayed the start of cultural
change to allow, with proper controls quickly applied, salvage of the
more salient characteristics of Spanish-American village life, even as it
evolves.
Controlled evolution does not mean putting the people of Las
Trampas in, or asking them to don, a cultural strait jacket. People will
not consent to being figures in an animated wax museum. As used
here, controlled evolution means providing the people of Las Trampas
with feasible alternatives - acceptable to them - to a headlong rush
into that brand of 20th century life that destroys all old values and
evidences, that would make of their village just another characterless
highway satellite, and of their lives a disillusioned empt[i]ness.
This is what the preservation of Las Trampas is all about. And if it
is true that the "significance" of Las Trampas is a compound of many
values - some tangible, some intangible - then this broad preservation concept cannot be dissociated from significance. For neither the
church, if it is an empty and sterile restoration, nor its surrounding
village, if it is developed as a tourist trap, will retain cultural
significance.

SUITABILITY-FEASIBILITY FOR INCLUSION OF LAS TRAMPAS IN
THE NATIONAL PARK SYSTEM

This question has been touched upon repeatedly in the above
[pages]. Basically it involves two sorts of problems. One relates to the
attitudes of the people of Las Trampas. The other relates to the unprecedented complexity - unprecedented in the experience of Federal
preservation agencies - of preserving the cultural substance and form
of a living village~ In the final analysis, these two sorts of problems
become one, so interrelated are they.
Again, conventional standards of judgement are less than adequate. They do not comprehend the human problems of a Las
Trampas. The given factors for evaluating the suitability-feasibility of
an historical area relate to land and conventional preservation-interpretation matters .
. . . [T]he people of Las Trampas are overwhelmingly in favor of a
modern paved highway through their village, though there is evidence
that the precise routing is negotiable. It would be convenient for
them, provide better access for school busses, and give them a chance
at roadside business. Alternate road locations, by-passing the plaza,
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would partially cancel these benefits. These are serious objections that
cannot be easily dismissed.
If the National Park Service had the sort of legal authorities, laced
with monetary subsidies, that certain European ministries do, then Las
Trampas could be declared a historic village, and by this species of
eminent domain, the matter could be arbitrarily settled in favor of
preservation. But neither general nor special statutory authorities of
this sort presently exist - at least not in a form applicable to Las
Trampas. (Such authorities, in the context of a National Monument
or National Historic Site, would be of an order entirely different from,
and much more comprehensive than, a zoning ordinance applying to a
historic district or the prohibitory clauses in deeds applying to communities or neighborhoods.) Furthermore, it appears doubtful to this
writer that the constitutional philosophy and the political customs of
this Nation would be so radically altered in the near future as to grant
any agency special powers to impose rigid preservation controls over a
living village, particularly one that is presently so vociferously opposed to them as Las Trampas. And if such a miracle should come to
pass, the people of the village would simply move out and Las
Trampas - the village, the representative of a cultural species would cease to exist.
Having thus disposed of an arbitrary, legalistic solution to the
problem of preserving Las Trampas, we must tum next to a cooperative solution. By definition, such a solution would require the wholehearted endorsement of at least the majority of the people of Las
Trampas. Is this possible?
The Las Trampas Proposal, by the New Mexico Society of Architects, in this writer's opinion, is the best attempt yet to answer the
question: "Is this possible?" Without going into the details of the proposal, which are briefly and plainly stated therein, certain major concepts and assumptions can be abstracted and discussed here. The
people of Las Trampas must be convinced that the proposal (this one
or one basically similar to it) is to their own best, long-term interest.
This involves conviction on their part that the major premise of the
proposal is correct: that if they had their "druthers" they would
rather stay Spanish-Americans, with all the cultural meanings that
"Spanish" implies, than be "Americans" only. Is it true that the
Spanish-Americans of Las Trampas consider their traditional way of
life (with selected infusions of 20th-century Americana) superior to
the dominant Anglo way of life that surrounds them? Are they truly
interested in preserving this traditional way of life, at least its salient,
most powerful parts? These are questions not easily answered. Mem-
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bers of the older generation would probably answer "yes" to them.
But would the younger generation so answer? If not, and there is good
reason, by way of daily observation in New Mexico, to believe that
many of them would not, then the proposal is doomed. For men are
mortal and the older generation will die off. Then Las Trampas would
be empty. Does the proposal offer enough to ambitious young people
- people who have gone to school in the valley, who want to work in
Los Alamos or Santa Fe or Albuquerque, who view their remote village with nostalgia but with no intent to return - to make them want
to reconstruct their own ambitions and desires and return to their village and give it new life? Any proposal that might be adopted to make
the living village of Las Trampas a unit of the National Park System
would have to do this.
The Las Trampas Proposal stresses the need for comprehensive
planning that would reroute the highway, put new life in village agriculture, develop tourist and recreation facilities, revive art and craft
enterprises, and preserve and interpret the historical, cultural, and architectural heritage of Las Trampas - and the proposal suggests extension to a regional plan, including the other villages on the high road
to Taos. Thus the proposal, as it relates to Las Trampas only, would
involve many agencies and interests. As it relates to the region - and
it would have to do this, because Las Trampas could not long exist
without the larger cultural context of its sister villages - the complexities increase.
Does the Federal Government - in the form of a number of its
own agencies, in cooperation with State and local agencies, and in dayto-day relations with the people of Las Trampas - have the fine touch
to make administrable such a complex venture? Could the Federal
Government guarantee that such a venture would have long-term
monetary support, so that it could in good conscience persuade the
people of Las Trampas to forego their own plans for the future in
favor the government's plans?
The land is there, the buildings, the people. Las Trampas could be
preserved and interpreted. The conventional measures of suitabilityfeasibility could be jammed into a mold and extracted in a favorable
form. But more basic considerations of suitability-feasibility, those
posed in the above questions, are loaded with imponderables of the
most difficult sort.
For this reason - this complex of imponderables - I must conclude that a Las Trampas National Monument or National Historic
Site, one that remains a living village, is not suitable or feasible. Such
a whole-loaf preservation approach would impose on both the Govern-
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ment and the people of Las Trampas a symbiotic relationship difficult
to initiate, and, once initiated (because it would mortgage future generations), nearly impossible to terminate.
My conclusion is framed on a premise implicit in the Las Trampas
proposal, and, in my own mind, essential to any broad-based preservation proposal that might be devised: that the people of Las Trampas
and the substance of their way of life would have to be an integral part
of the preservation concept - not just the surviving material manifestations of church and plaza and houses.
My conclusion is, moreover, an opinion. My unformulated instincts and the above formulation of their import, reflect a philosophical bias against putting people into a mold - whether or not they
have chosen it themselves; whether or not it is, in some grand design,
beneficial to them.
Finally, it seems to me that when a way of life becomes "traditional", it is irrevocably on the way out. Cultures are fragile things.
Once they break apart, like Humpty Dumpty, they cannot be put together again. This is tragic, in this day of rapid evolution toward a
world-wide industrial-urban-secular order, because we hate to see
unique forms of human society die; we feel a loss in the world. But it
is very functional. It is a basic element of the human condition, this
elasticity that quite ruthlessly throws away, or fundamentally adapts,
old ways when new ones are required for survival. If it were not so,
men, like the Dodo, would long ago have succumbed. I think this is
pretty heady stuff to toy with.
I stress again that these are my opinions. Others contributing to
this study will have different opinions, and if they can overcome the
obstacles that I have posed - perhaps in hyperbolic fashion - then
my opinions may be discredited. I rather hope so, because Las
Trampas has meant much to me.
ALTERNATIVES TO INCLUSION OF LAS TRAMPAS IN THE
NATIONAL PARK SYSTEM

Any alternative to the sort of comprehensive historical-culturalarchitectural preservation scheme outlined in the above-discussed Las
Trampas proposal would be of the half-loaf variety. Such an alternative would limit itself largely to preservation of the architectural
facade of Las Trampas - the church, the plaza compound, and selected buildings elsewhere in the village.
Even a half-loaf preservation project would still require rerouting
the highway to retain the historic-district integrity of the central vil-
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lage, and thus would require the cooperation of the villagers based on
their acceptance of a long-range preservation and development plan.
The advantages of the half-loaf approach are largely the obverse of
the disadvantages of the whole-loaf approach. The Federal Government would not be involved in the delicate business of trying to mold
the way of life of a living village - a project not only difficult, but
most probably impossible. By avoiding the proposed area procedure
- with its further studies, reports, hearing, legislative pitfalls, and finally, appropriation of funds (one year?- two years?)- an immediate, locally-based preservation movement can be started. In view of
the disappointment and impatience of the people of Las Trampas concerning the road stop-order, this time-factor cannot be too strongly
emphasized. Only if they are immediately involved in such a movement and quickly convinced of the advantages to them of controlled
evolution, will there be an architectural core left to preserve. In the
nature of the Federal legislative process, it would take the Service at
least a year, more likely two or three years, to be in a position to offer
something concrete to the villagers. By then, it is likely that they
would have had their way with the highway, and there would be no
architectural core left.
RECOMMENDATIONS

It might be well to restate the purpose of this study. In addition to
evaluating the significance of Las Trampas, it is to provide the Advisory Board and the Secretary with information upon which to base a
fundamental decision: Should the concept of a "living" Las Trampas
National Monument or National Historic Site be pursued? Or should
that concept be dropped in favor of a recommendation to the State of
New Mexico urging a State-local cooperative preservation project?
Such a project, it must be reiterated, would be a half-loaf oi1ly, because
it would necessarily concentrate on preservation of the architectural
facade of the village, leaving the intangible cultural soul of the village
mainly to the villagers themselves.
Given the urgent need for this decision, and given my formulation
of the problem, I respectfully offer these recommendations:
1. That the architectural core of Las Trampas be classified as a
Registered National Historic Landmark, on the basis that leading ar- chitectural historians have singled out this village as an exceptionally
well preserved representative of the Spanish Colonial mountain village
of 18th-century New Mexico.
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2. That the living village of Las Trampas not be considered for
addition to the National Park System, on the grounds that suitabilityfeasibility factors are unfavorable.
3. That the Secretary recommend to the Governor of New Mexico
a State-local cooperative preservation project instead.
4. That such recommendation be explicit with regard to the extent
and the forms of assistance that the National Park Service will provide
if requested by the State of New Mexico.

JUSTIFICATION FOR A NATIONAL HISTORIC SITE AT
LASTRAMPAS

By David J. Jones 6
The people at Las Trampas and a considerable portion of northern
New Mexico face the same problem as many undeveloped countries of
the world - an ethnic group basically different from the surrounding
dominant group in terms of language, culture, educational level, economy, and social well being. The people want to enter into the modern
world and acquire and enjoy some of its material conveniences and
advantages, but they also want to be respected for their heritage.
The existing economic situation will not permit this. Some resources of the land have been depleted. Know-how and capital to develop other resources are lacking. The motives of outsiders who have
both the ability and the finances to do something about the situation
are regarded with suspicion. Land is held on to at all costs; young
people, losing faith in the old ways and seeing no way of adapting
them to the new, leave home to find paying jobs and lose their cultural
identity.
This need not be the case. Everyone who knows the people of
northern New Mexico recognizes that along with the pockets of apathy that may be all too prevalent, there are also pockets of hope. A
little-known example of dramatic change that has occurred in the past
twenty-five years is found in the nearby village of Cundiyo. 7
In 1940 the people of this village were essentially on a subsistence
6. Resource Planner, National Park Service.
7. Field studies by the late Dr. J.G. Weckler, Anthropologist, University of Southern Cali·
fomia. [Footnote in the original.]
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economy: principal crops were corn, beans, squash, and chile; a poor
grade of cattle grazed on forest lands in season and existed on cornstalk fodder in the winter. There was only one car in the entire community, a battered pickup truck.
By 1962, the subsistence economy at Cundiyo had disappeared.
Land is still under the same ownership, but some of the men have
studied agriculture and range management. The crops are principally
winter forage (alfalfa) for a better breed of cattle, and a variety of
fruits and vegetables, some of which are grown for market. Most land
owners work their farms in the morning before going to work at a paid
job, sometimes as far away as Santa Fe or Los Alamos. In the evening, on weekends, or during vacations they continue their work on
the farm. The owner-built homes are larger, have utilities piped in,
and have modern appliances. These material comforts have been acquired on a cash, not an installment, basis. Every family has a car and
a truck. Some of the younger people have left the village, but the permanent population includes a variety of age groups, not just the very
young and the very old as at Las Trampas.
Cundiyo is still a visually identifiable Spanish-American village;
some of its residents still weave the traditional textiles which have long
been a regional craft, and the people of the village have a quiet pride in
their accomplishments and in being Spanish-American.
How did this change at Cundiyo come about? The heads of the
two principal families and their wives were strong believers in education for their children; jobs within commuting distance were available
either with government agencies or contractors; the general economic
development of the region created need for skilled services in the private as well as the government sector. Undoubtedly, the war made its
contribution, too, as some of the young men and women left home for
the first time and saw what life was like outside. Motivation, pride,
drive all played a part. The point is, it happened at Cundiyo and it
could happen at Las Trampas in a different way.
The people of Las Trampas have an opportunity to test the wisdom
of the basic strategy being used in New Mexico to attract tourists. A
great deal of emphasis is being placed upon the importance of the recreation industry in the future economy in northern New Mexico.
Although it is in an embryonic state, the development program to date
has concentrated on providing facilities for boating, swimming, fishing, hunting, and camping. These attract people from the surrounding
hotlands and are needed for residents of the state, but is it wise to
invest so much in developing this type of recreation to the neglect of
cultural resources, such as Las Trampas, which are unique? Which
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type of development is more likely to attract visitors to New Mexico
from throughout the nation and the world? Studies of people who
travel extensively abroad as well as in the United States reveal that
they are much more interested in seeing how other people live and in
general sightseeing than they are in other activities. To demonstrate
the importance of their village in the economy of the state the Trampefios need assistance.
If a creative, innovative effort is to be made in this field of cultural
resource management and development, what agency is more capable
of contributing importantly than the National Park Service? It has the
know-how, a pool of experienced people, and the facilities for on-thejob training for newcomers into this field. At Las Trampas an agency
with national prestige in the field is an essential ingredient to the success of such a cultural resource development project. Furthermore, it
is obvious to everyone familiar with the area that federal funds will be
required to finance this project. The state of New Mexico is a poor
state. It has talented people in certain institutions who could make a
real contribution, but its past record in the field of cultural resource
preservation and development is discouraging.
If the people of the community agree, why should Las Trampas
not qualify for inclusion in the National Park system? The cultural
resources of Las Trampas are part of the continuum of Spanish history
- a village typical of the high mountain valleys with outstanding examples of church and domestic architecture, as well as typical 19th
and 20th century farms, barns, grist mills, irrigation structures, and
equipment used in subsistence agriculture. It has all the physical features of the settlement aspect distinctive of Spanish Colonial culture.
None of these require restoration but some urgently need protection
and maintenance if they are not to be lost through neglect. The National Park System includes areas commemorating Spanish exploration, military conquest and missionary activities. Why should this
settlement, even though it is occupied, be excluded when it is such an
integral part of the Spanish theme, is part of the heritage of some
seven million Mexican-American citizens, and has had so much influence on the architecture and arts of the modern Southwest? Why
chop off treatment of history at a point in the past and limit it to
places that are unoccupied when a vital part of the story is still being
told and lived in places such as Las Trampas?
The National Historic Sites Act of August 31, 1935 (49 Stat. 666)
authorizes the National Park Service to cooperate in situations such as
exist at Las Trampas by establishing a National Historic Site. At
Christiansted and San Juan in the Caribbean, quite comparable exam-
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pies of successful national historic site operations in live communities
have been in existence for more than 15 years.
[The Act] requires close cooperation with residents, and planning
and management techniques that differ from those used in most parks
and monuments. It does not require that the land be in federal ownership; it allows the use of federal funds for carrying out the objectives of
the Act; it contains no implication that the people must be forced into
a mold in order to illustrate a way of life.
Such an agreement is entered into willingly by the people of a community with the federal government in order to develop cultural resources recognized by both parties to be of broad significance and
value. It involves the establishment of certain zoning regulations
which admittedly are a restriction on the residents of a community:
but if the only resource that can be developed at the moment is cultural, and if you want to improve your economic status, you must face
the facts of life and start with the resource at hand.
People with different customs and values are interesting. To give
an outsider the insight needed to appreciate, understand and respect
these differences is difficult but has important social and economic
value. The Spanish Americans and Indians of the Southwest present a
broad spect[ru]m of cultural differences. Their homelands are so
marked in indigenous character that they contribute to the cultural
complex of the American nation. These people, with assistance, could
help develop techniques that would be useful to the people of the
emerging nations of the world to achieve better cross-cultural
understanding.
This proposed project at Las Trampas would initiate a new type of
program that should extend to other places and other cultures in the
Southwest. Cultural resources would thus be appreciated not only for
their intrinsic values and their contribution to the economy of the region, but as food for the soul of the people whose heritage they
represent.

REFINEMENT OF AJA PROPOSAL
By John P. Conran

[This refinement of the original AIA Proposal resulted from review of
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the preceding documents by Mr. Conran and his associates. Its purpose is to provide an alternative to outright acquisition of village property by way of National Historic Site designation.]
The designation of Las Trampas as a National Historic Site seems
to be the appropriate way to safeguard the village and its valley. To
label it merely a landmark would call attention to the site but would
not protect it from indifferent or short-sighted exploitation. And
although the site merits the status of a National Monument, this might
be too drastic a step to take at the present time.
Since the submission of the original proposal, which urged that Las
Trampas be acquired as a National Monument, the Las Trampas
Foundation has been formed by a group of New Mexican citizens.
Dedicated to the protection of the village and the encouragement of its
economy, this foundation includes five Trampas citizens on its Board
of Directors as well as three architects and the past Governor of New
Mexico, Mr. Jack M. Campbell. This foundation is now in a position
to cooperate with the National Park Service in safeguarding the heritage of the community. Prior to the formation of this group, there was
no voice to speak for the community. It must be understood that no
village government exists at Las Trampas through which the people
can forcefully express their desires, and there is no planning agency to
execute a master plan for the valley. In the past various state and
federal agencies which affect the village, its valley, and the surrounding region rarely have consulted either the villagers or each other
before making decisions.
Because of the fugitive nature of adobe construction, buildings
made of it require constant attention. Much better that they be lived
in and used than left empty as museums. Also a good part of the
historic value of Las Trampas depends upon its being preserved as an
active agricultural community. If families are to be encouraged to remain or even to return to Las Trampas, a more productive means of
livelihood must be developed than now exists. There is, therefore, a
dual job to be done: the physical protection and preservation of the
community, and its economic encouragement. The Foundation is in a
position to undertake the second matter, but the National Park Service
is needed for the first. Its legal authority is required to prevent nonconforming uses of buildings or land, and it can acquire neglected
buildings. Furthermore, the added prestige of such a designation
would draw visitors to the village and give the villagers a sharper
awareness of the esthetic and historic importance of their community.
Still another advantage of a National Historic Site at Las Trampas
would be the encouragement it would lend to the State of New Mexico
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in developing an economic and tourist program for the 350-square
mile Embudo Watershed, a project which was proposed four years ago
in the Embudo Report but which has lain forgotten in different state
offices. The need for such a region[al] program and the close relationship of Las Trampas to the surrounding country is well summarized in
Mr. Brown's report.
The esthetic value and historical importance of Las Trampas
buildings have been demonstrated in numerous accompanying documents and in the evaluation of Mr. Brown. In this summary statement
we merely urge the essential importance of time. To wait a generation
until the out-migration of the villagers has reduced Las Trampas to
one or two families who had gradually bought up the whole valley
would mean that the area could then be easily acquired as a National
Monument. But there would be no old adobe edifices to preserve.
Given twenty years of neglect, an adobe building can disintegrate beyond the point of redemption.
It seems that the kind of cooperative scheme proposed here is precisely the kind of partnership between private agencies and the federal
government which Mr. George Hartzog described as the objective pf
the National Park Service in his speech before the recent annual meeting (January 28, 1967) of the Society of Architectural Historians.

EDITOR'S POSTSCRIPT: BRINGING THE TRAMPAS
FILE UP TO DATE

The proposal to establish Las Trampas as a sort of living national
monument was never acted upon. Instead, both the church and the
village were designated as national historic landmarks, an official recognition of cultural value that carries with it neither legal protection
nor subsidies for preservation. The road was built, and it did cut
through the plaza, though its specifications were significantly reduced
from the original highway plan. The village is not greatly different in
physical appearance from what it was in 1967. Even more significantly, Las Trampas has not been invaded and obliterated by modern
tourism.
Happily, both authors of the main original reports, architect John
Conran and Park Service historian Bill Brown, have maintained an
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interest in the fate of Las Trampas. 8 Conron was intimately involved
in the controversy over the road. At first the highway department was
unyielding in its determination to build the improved road to conventional standards, "the usual 60-foot right-of-way swath to be cut
across the valley and through the village." Conron enlisted Nathanial
Owings, a distinguished and influential architect who lived part time
in Santa Fe, who in tum recruited the Secretary of the Interior and the
publisher of a Santa Fe newspaper as allies. Landmark designation
followed, and this effectively tied up the highway funds until a muchreduced compromise road plan was agreed to. 9 Conron reports that
"the road did not make additional cuts into the Plaza. The visual interference within the community was not detrimental. One can honestly say that the battle was won by Las Trampas. . . ."
"Today," Conron continues, "the Village looks relatively the same,
in spite of a couple of mobile homes. Many of the people are the same;
they are still poor." Bill Brown, who is now in Alaska, agrees. The
town, he reports, is doing pretty well as a continuing community and a
village. Physically, despite some damage from the road, Las Trampas
is still discernible as a walled, defensive village, one of the last such
exemplars left from a time when the Plains Indians came on other
than trade missions. There are no curio shops, and Las Trampas has
been barely touched by tourism. More important, Trampas survives
as a traditional community. People get together to help plaster the
church, which was always a communal village activity, and they still
open the community irrigation ditches in the spring.
How about the people of Las Trampas? Do they want to be "preserved"? That is the question. Conron - who fought the architectural battle to keep a plaza-destroying road out of the village concedes that the villagers did not support his efforts. While his group
was negotiating a less intrusive road,
8. All of the following quotations from Brown are taken from a telephone interview with the
author in March 1986. Quotations from Conron are taken from his letter to the author dated
April I, 1986. This letter includes an undated speech entitled The Treaty of Santa Fe, in which
Conron describes events leading up to the historic site designations at Las Trampas. Additional
information comes from a telephone interview with Richard Sellars of the National Park Service
office in Santa Fe, March 1986, and from Las Trampas Honored, N.M. ARCHITECTURE, July·
Aug. 1977, at 9; see also A Village and Its Church: Las Trampas, N.M. ARCHITECTURE, Sept.·
Oct. 1966, at 27.
9. Conron puts it as follows:
[T]he National Advisory Board on National Parks .•. met and recommended National
Registered Landmark status for Las Trampas. Secretary Udall acted immediately on the
Board's recommendation. . . . In his letter to the governor, Secretary Udall •.. indicated
that approval of the highway designs by the Las Tram pas Foundation would be necessary
before the now frozen funds could be released. Needless to say, the New Mexico Highway
Department officials were now most anxious to discuss the wants of the Las Trampas
Foundation.
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pressure [in favor of the road] began to build from the people of the area.
There was misunderstanding about [our] position. It must be admitted
that we ... did not explain clearly and fully our position to the people of
Las Trampas and surrounding areas. . . . The more commerciallyminded store owners in the neighboring villages accused the "meddling"
Foundation of standing in the way of progress, tourists and their profits.

What, then, do the residents want? Conron says "people live there
and want to live there. They plant wheat, pinto beans, chili and flowers. [But] they [also] want the amenities of today - including refrigerators and TV." Brown agrees. The people of Las Trampas, he says,
"live in two worlds, part in the old world and part in the new." It is
really not possible to specify their desires in any pure form. They lost
their hinterlands to ranchers a very long time ago, and with them they
lost the capacity to be fully self-sufficient. Moreover, traditional relationships and traditional lifestyles are everywhere feeling the "heavy
wind" of the dominant culture.
From this perspective, Brown offers a strategy. 10 There is always
trouble when we try positively and manipulatively to
reassemble the icons on the battlefield. The people in traditional communities have to fight their own war, but there ru;e things we can do at ,
the strategic level. We can help preserve the habitat in which traditional
activities can occur. Mostly we can do this by controlling the pace [and,
as with the Las Trampas road, the scale] of developmental activity. We
can help provide, or maintain, an environment where cultural choice can
be made by the people involved. We must leave them in control.

Are traditional communities on a slope to oblivion? Brown remains a hopeful sceptic. Villagers and indigenous communities are
disappearing, but it doesn't seem to be a process of "straight-line inevitability." Chance is a factor. Isolation and insulation from developmental pressures are essential to survival. But strategic interventions
can help. Something less than a high-speed road might well have been
enough to meet th~ economic needs of the residents of Las Trampas;
and a reduced road may have helped to maintain sufficient isolation
for Las Trampas that the necessary "habitat" for traditional village
life remains. To get the specifications of the road reduced required the
involvement of powerful people from the dominant community, and
such aid may be essential if villagers are to have any hope of keeping
their traditional lifestyles.
And, finally, whatever came of the suggestion that Las Trampas be
established as a national park? According to John Conron, "[n]othing
ever came of the many ideas that the Foundation proposed. Why?
10. The reader may find it interesting to compare Brown's 1967 report, supra, with his current views.
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Simply put, the people did not really understand, which is understandable. They were not ready. All of us had to make a living, and could
not at the time pursue it further. It slipped by!"

